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The Growth of Racial/Ethnic Incidents

Reports of racial incidents on college campuses have risen dramati
cally in the past four years. Data from recent surveys indicate that
minority students, specifically bl acks, will experience some form of
discrimination during their academic careers.l Recent d ata from other
studies reveal that racial and ethnic violence has occurred on at least 70
U.S. college campuses. 2 E fforts to assert one racial/ ethnic group over
another have often created social conflicts. These soci al dis agreements
may take several forms, usually imitating behavior outside of school:
shouting discriminatory remarks or becoming physically aggressive or
violent.
The belief that it is legitimate to make distinctions between and among
groups based on the perceived status of p articular groups is both overtly
and covertly supported by the structures of our maj or social institutions,
including higher education, yet a number of investigations have revealed
that institutional social differentiation can be reduced through educ a
tion. 3 It is difficult for minority students to understand why the v ery
institution that they must turn to for support is the same one that blocks
their progress.
E ducational institutions have tried to reduce these philosophical
inconsistencies by establishing ethnic studies program s . 4 These new
curricul a were designed to make students more sensitive to the needs of
others--both m aj ority and non-maj ority students. s But why is it that
despite the number of years ethnic studies and academic sensitivity
programs have been included in college curriculums there has been an
increase in racially motiv ated violent instances on college campuses
during the l atter h alf of the 1 980s?6
These issues will be e � amined by (1) exploring the relationship between
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the institution and the new student body; (2) examining the motivations
behind some of the recent attacks; and (3) examining the structural
fe atures of higher education that have allowed for the growing racial and
ethnic tension on college campuses.
There are three maj or reasons why these raci al!ethnic incidents are
co ntinuing. First, there is a low priority given to resolving racist actions
by university administrators in the hope that issues will resolve them
selves. This is very similar to the same type of treatment given to gender
related iss ues such as " date rape," an issue once believed not to be
important. Secondly, student conserv atism is much greater today than it
was ten years ago, allowing for attitu des of racial!ethnic discrimination
to grow . 7 Finally, racially and ethnically motiv ated actions are not
considered important unless they rise to national prominence, and at
that p oint it is already too l ate to undo the damage.8 By keeping an
incident "in our house" univ ersities are allowed to continue their laissez
faire p olicies. The present structure of higher education by covertly
promoting inequ ality through lack of enforcement and public response
gives carte blanche to students to practice racial and ethnic elitism.
The issues surrounding the new attacks on minority students are more
complex than just the presence of minority students or the alleged
differences among students' abilities. These differences are covertly
reinforced by the v alues and curricula of higher education institutions.
The perpetu ation of the white male canon is one example of how
educational v alues create problems for racial and ethnic minority
students by disenfranchising them.9
More devastating than the student attacks and the recent shift in
student attitudes is the action taken by administrators and policy m akers
toward the recent upswing of overt racial and ethnic discrimination. For
example, a trustee at one fairly l arge Southern institution recently made
slanderous and uncomplimentary statements about black students.
Although he eventually apologized, the university h a d sought to keep his
remarks out of the public domain.lO
O n one h and, the general response of university administrators has
b een to establish programs designed to increase minority enrollment.
These programs, while appearing benefici al on the surface, do n othing
about addressing the issues that gave rise to the r acial and ethnic
h ostility that proceeded them. Thus, an addition of more minority
students does not reduce the racial! ethnic dis crimin ation experienced by
these students; rather, it exacerbates the problem.
O n the other hand, the university's non-responsiveness has indirectly
fed racially/ ethnically motivated incidents on college campuses. This is
ironic esp ecially when one considers that colleges and universities are
prep aring for the di verse student populations of the future. II Farrell and
Jones in their report on racial incidents in higher education concluded
that in action breeds environmental racism--racial discrimin ation within
the university and its surroundings. 1 2 For exam'ple, support institutions
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such as campus bars, restaurants, and social organiz ations may not be
supportive of minority students or of the university' s commitment
toward non-discrimination. Because university administrators seldom
have the time or opportunity to monitor these support institutions in any
direct manner, the in action has allowed these sub-institutions to establish
their own policies, some of which are overtly dis crimin atory toward
racial and ethnic minority students . 1 3
Studying the Problem

The methodology used in this investigation is content analysis.
Reports of racial/ethnic incidents on college campuses during a four-year
period were analyzed ( 1 986- 1 989). O nly those reports covered in national
level media were extracted (for example The New Yo rk Times, Ne wsweek,
or The Chronicle of Higher Education).
E ach reported incident was broken up into its component p arts. For
example, a racial/ethnic incident that involved n ame-calling and then
violence was counted as two separate instances. The most current college
catalog for each school mentioned in the incident was checked to
determine if there was an ethnic studies program, course(s) on ethnic
studies, required course on ethnic studies, or any rel ated course such as
minority group relation s . Data for each institution was then pl aced into
two categories : ( 1 ) has no ethnic studies or related courses; (2) has ethnic
studies, related courses, or ethnic studies m aj or.
The n ames of the institutions involved are withheld since the purpose
of this p aper is to expose a problem that is growing on all campuses not
j ust those examined for this study. Furthermore, it is pointless to identify
the institutions since it will not alter that which has already occurred.

Results

The data revealed that student conservatism and the lack of concern by
policy m akers led to an increase in racial/ ethnic incidents. The number
of documented racial incidents on college campuses rose from 4 m aj or
incidents in 1 986, comp ared to 27 in 1 987, and several already widely
known incidents in the first two m onths of 1 989. If this trend w ere to
continue there could be at least 50 racially motivated incidents by the end
of 1 989. To date, blacks accounted for 76 percent of all m ajor acts o f
racial/ ethnic aggression on college campuses . 1 4 Hisp anics followed with
1 1 percent and Asians with 5 percent.
1987
27
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4
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8
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23
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Jewish 5%
Asian 5%
Native American 3%

Two more important features about the recent racially/ethnically
motivated incidents were ( 1 ) where they took place, and (2) what types of
incidents were reported. Twenty-one percent of all the incidents involved
some type of ov ert discrimination. Despite being against the law,
r aci allethnic dis crimin ation continues to exist on s o m e college
campuses. R a cist remarks and other in appropriate vocaliz ations
accounted for 23 percent of all incidents . The data suggested that almost
one-half of all incidents on campuses involved some direct communi
cation or action tow ard its victims. Clearly, if such things as cross
burning and racially motivated beatings were included, then over 62
percent of all incidents involved direct contact.
Apartheid Issue 2%

Racist Beatings 13%

Discrimination 21%

X Burnings 5%
Isolation 5%

Insensitivity 5%

Degredation 6%
Aff Action 2%

Racist Humor 10%

Racist Remarks 23%

Another important aspect of raciallethnic events on college campuses
was geographic location. Although the South traditionally has been
associ ated with overt discrimination, it was the Northeastern p art of the
country that had the highest number of raciallethnic incidents. It w as
not ex actly clear from the data why racially/ethnically motivated
incidents should be so prevalent in the Northeast; however, the geo
graphic isolation of some of the schools in this region could account for
the difference. With the exception ofthe two cross-burnings, all other acts
of physical aggression and violence took place on campuses in the
Northeast and Mid west. In fact, at some of the larger and more famous
n ortheastern schools racial and ethnically motivated actions involved
severe beatings and strong racist literature.

Midwest

West

26%

15%
South
15%
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The presence of ethnic studies on campus had some imp act on the
frequency of racial!ethnic outbreaks. Of the s chools where racial inci
dents were reported, 53 percent had no ethnic studies program or related
courses. However, 4 7 percent of all the s chools had some form of ethnic
studies; in most cases this consisted of a course or some sort of disjointed
ethnic studies program. Another difference in the presence of raci al
Yes

Yes

54%

36%

No

46%

Public

Private

incidents a p p e ar e d w h e n c o ntrolling for i n s tituti on type. Public
institutions accounted for 60 percent of all racial! ethnic incidents during
the last three years, while private institutions accounted for 40 percent.
The differences between the raci al incidents and ethnic studies programs
controlling for institution type was significant (�2=7.84, df=l, p<0.05).
In other words, one was more likely to experience a racially/ethnically
motivated act of aggression in a public rather than priv ate institution
whether the private school had an ethnic studies curriculum or not.
In general, ethnic studies were more prevalent in public institutions
than in priv ate institutions, yet the more s evere racial! ethnic instances
occurred on public institution campuses. There were more acts of
aggression and more overt acts on public school campuses than on the
private s chool campuses where the issues usually centered on affirm ative
action, anti-ap artheid, and cultural insensitivity. Another interesting
p ar allel was th at all instances of racial! ethnic isol ation took place at
private schools while all racist! ethnic humor was expressed by students
in public universities and colleges.
Campus Racism: The Social Mirror

The existence of raci al!ethnic violence on college campuses is indic
ative of other social problems. E ach year the types and level of severity of
raci al!ethnic incidents continue to grow. And every year the incidents
become more life threatening. Why racial!ethnic motivated violence
continues points tow ard the growing cons ervatism in America. The
general attitude toward less government has led to less accountability
and less responsibility. This is very similar to other periods in our history
where social atrocities such as slavery, the internment of the J apanese,
the holocaust, and discrimination against b o at people were allowed
without strong public reaction. Although most people were aware of these
social atrocities, the actions were l argely ignored because they did not
5

directly affect m aj ority citizens. The reawakening of racism is now
following the same p attern.
Some of the issues that give rise to racism are directly linked to the
social problems facing this n ation. For example, drug epidemics, failing
infrastructures, homelessness, unreliable local economies, and s evere
shortages of employment opportunities for racial and ethnic minorities,
and an ever increasing minority dependency ratio all are now daily
realities. M ajority and minority students are well aware of the difficulties
facing them. In m any cases students bring with them their resentments,
built up outside of higher education, and then reinforced within the
institutions of higher education. As a result, colleges and universities
begin to reflect the social ills of society.
It has long been believed that racial!ethnic violence and h atred could
be reduced through higher education. Unfortun ately, it now seems that
higher education has become a breeding groun d for r acial! ethnic
differences as well. The type of student, more than the institution type, is
more the issue; however, higher education is not blameless. In fact, the
failure of most institutions to adequately address racial and ethnic
incidents, no m atter what type of student, is symptom atic of institutional
problems.
Conclusion

The issue of race and ethnic relations remains as complex in the 1 990s
as it was in the 1 940s. There are no magical solutions to the social ills that
h ave given rise to the inequ alities supported by prej u dice and discrim
in ation. As such, it is not possible to expect a rapid solution, but it is
possible to regain social control. The role of education in ameliorating
social problems and reducing social prej udices is well known. As
educ ators concerned with ethnic studies, we must act to reduce negative
responses to racial and ethnic minorities.
First, we must establish well organized, fully integrated ethnic studies
programs. 1 5 These programs can do a great deal to reduce the racial and
ethnic problems in our society. However, as long as ethnic studies are
m argin alized within higher education, and as long as the programs
continue to follow tradition al canons, focusing exclusively on the
fol klore, literature, philosophy, and history of the racial and ethnic
minorities in this country without introducing modern empirical d ata,
issues of ethnic studies will fail in its mission. This is not to say that
traditional areas are not important; however, these areas should be
addressed in conj uction with some of the current problems faced by the
racial and ethnic minorities in today's world.
Clearly a progressive program (one centered in an E thnic Studies
dep artment) must be added to the curriculum of all college campuses.
Programs modeled after those at Bowling Green University or the
University of C aliforni a, Santa B arbara, might prove to be beneficial.
If the program is to work, it must b e more broad b ased than the
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traditional ethnic studies found in most universities today. The program
must be progressive, and it must attack the issues of racial and ethnic
dis crimin ation directly. Ethnic studies curriculum must be revised to
address how the differences among the groups can be addres sed for a
more meaningful and peaceful coexistence for all.
Second, faculty, staff, and students must voice their obj ections to the
oppressive racial/ethnic atmosphere on college campuses. This means
becoming unpopular when necess ary, and in some cases putting one's
career on the line. Only through continued efforts to battle racism can we
hope to eliminate the harmful effects of prej udice and discrimination.
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